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1. Introduction 


Phuket, one of the southern provinces on Thailand’s Andaman coast, is prestigious for not only its 
beautiful beaches and crystal sea, but also for its historical cultural heritage, which is similar to other cities 
along the Malay Peninsula, particularly the architecture of shop houses, which are commonly known as Sino- 
Portuguese buildings among Thais. (Figure 1) In fact, the architecture was based on various forms of integrated 
artwork. As a result, these old shop houses have become the epitome of the old town areas of Phuket. These 
Sino-Portuguese buildings, indeed, are cultural heritage, passed on by Chinese immigrants, who migrated to 
various cities along the Peninsula during the early ages (fifteenth century), such as Penang, Malacca and 
Singapore. Due to the expansion of power from Europe into this region, Western art and culture inevitably 
influenced Chinese culture (Lim, 2003, p. 65). Thus, this contributed to the creation of a new identity of art in 
which Western styles were integrated well with Eastern styles, along the marine channel of the Malacca Straits 
(Knapp, 2009, p. 140-141). 


124 


www.ccsenet.org/ass Asian Social Science Vol. 9, No. 10; 2013 


1.4 Results - A Description of the Sino-Portuguese Architectural Style 


Based on the investigation on art identity of the Sino-Portuguese buildings, which play an important role in 
promoting tourism of Phuket old town area, it was found that there were two major unique characteristics. 


1.4.1 Chinese Culture 


The buildings were constructed with unique Chinese architecture. For instance, many shop houses were 
built along streets. Each shop house has a narrow front section with a particular length from the front to the 
back. Indeed, such structures were culturally derived from Chinese shop house architecture, which was quite 
popular in southern China and this cultural influence was first brought into the Malay Peninsula by early 
Chinese immigrant merchants (Sthapitanonda & Mertens, 2005, p. 214-218). Another interesting 
characteristic 1s that each shop house shares the same brick wall, which is usually higher than the roof. In 
fact this high brick wall serves not only as a divider separating specific portions of a house among the 
owners but also as a fire break (Davison, 2010, p. 14-16). The curved porcelain roofs, which look like 
longitudinally cut bamboo, were alternately arranged face up and down, similar to most of traditional 
Chinese houses. There are two styles of the front parts of a shop house: the first one has a door in the middle 
and parallel windows, and the second style is a widely open front part of a house with a folded door. Actually 
the first style 1s more attractive and unique, with two-layer doors, and the first door-panel was built in half. 
Unfortunately, there is a decline in the number of shop houses of the first style because business advantages are 
considered to be a priority. 
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Figure | Figure 2 


Additionally, most of the buildings are decorated with auspicious Chinese emblems, such as a bat, a lion (Figure 
2), a mystic knot, some coins and a Chinese mythical creature with a scaly body, a dragon's head, and four feet, 
or with some auspicious Buddhist emblems. Each item symbolizes a particular characteristic. For example, a bat 
stands for fortune, a lion refers to power, and prosperity, whereas a coin represents wealth, fortune, and a mystic 
knot symbolizes longevity (Williams, 2002, p. 291). Moreover, many houses are decorated with Chinese dolls. 
Meanwhile, underneath a window, stands a lion surrounded by a number of trees, with its head placed in the 
center and vines climbing along both sides. This kind of pattern is derived from the city of Penang. It was 
constructed together with the building, and decorating a house with certain patterns usually depends on financial 
status of an owner. Decorative patterns, in fact, are considered as one of the important parts in a house design. 
All these decorative patterns should be perfect and complete. That is, no one particular part should be missing; 
otherwise, this might bring a good deal of misfortune to the owner. (Tepsing, 2013, p. 162) In addition, since 
most of the upper part of a house was decorated with such a well-woven pattern, not only its beauty but also its 
uniqueness are attractive to people who pass by, and it is believed that viewers will be blessed under those 
auspicious emblems as well. 


A number of Sino-Portuguese buildings have been converted into different types of stores, such as a restaurant, a 
Chinese drug store, a clothing shop, a gallery, and a convenience store. Inside the shops, numerous shelves for 
displaying merchandise were put against the walls, and in some shops an excessive number of shelves were 
placed outside. Interestingly, a particular attraction is found at a kind of Chinese coffee shop where traditional 
coffee and tea is served on a round table with Chinese-style chairs. The smells of traditional Chinese herbal 
medicine are present while walking past a Chinese drug store. All these, in fact, revive nostalgia for the old days 
dating back to the arrival of the first Chinese immigrants. A number of crowded shop houses truly attract a lot of 
customers, who can enjoy choosing variety of goods. Sometimes, a street 1s closed to the public for a particular 
festival or an entertainment event, with all the shops being lit by colorful lights along both sides of the street. 
Therefore, many tourists are drawn to not only these beautiful unique shop houses, but also living Chinese 
culture. According to a traveler's notes, “I need to go again. Always something new is happening on Thalaug 
Road too, but it's low key. New cafe, fresh paint on a crumbly exterior, and regular street fair and festivals if you 
want a bit of history culture and local life...old Phuket Town is where it's at.” — Monkey, 2011, field note 


1.4.2 Western Culture 


Actually, the Sino-Portuguese buildings reflect various Western characteristics, such as an archway in the front 
part of the shop house, the curved ridges, which add a pleasant and graceful look to the buildings. In addition, 
the long open walking path along the front part of the shop houses enable customers to go shopping without 
being exposed to sweltering heat or rain. The colonnade walk way, one of the Western architectural elements, 
was first introduced by Dutch people to Batavia, a city on Java Island in Indonesia before it was widely spread to 
other regions on the Malay Peninsula. Later, Sir Stamford Raffle, the British Regent, realized the advantages of 
such open walking ways, so he decided to issue particular regulations, which stated that a 5-foot open walking 
way Shall be provided to the public in the front part of all the shop houses constructed within the British Colonial 
region. (Figure 3) As time passed, this special open walking path has been known as the "five foot way" 
(Davison, 2010, p. 22) Therefore, it 1s assumed that the construction of this special open walking way in Phuket, 
in fact, must be derived from its counterpart in Penang. Interestingly, this model of a walking way is called JK 
Lemah Kaki in Malayu language. The word Lemah means five, and the word Kaki refers to the foot. Similarly, in 
Phuket, it is known as Ngo Kaki. In fact, the word Ngo means the number 5 in Fugian, a Chinese dialect, 
whereas Kaki 1s borrowed from the Malayu language. Moreover, other Western features can be obviously noticed 
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by the use of floor tiles along the five foot walking ways as well as inside the shop houses. These special floor 
tiles with unique and distinctive patterns were imported from Europe during the Victorian Period. However, at 
present, the number of buildings with unique traditional floor tiles remains very few. 





Figure 3 Figure 4 


When compared to those modern buildings, the decorative patterns in the front part of the traditional shop houses 
are considered the most outstanding distinctive characteristics. It was popular by that time for both the owners 
and the architects to use a combination of Western and Chinese designs. For example, pillars were decorated 
with various types of orders: classical, Ionic, Corinthian, and swag. (Figure 4) Additionally, above the window 
and along its curved frame lie the designs of winding twigs and branches of trees, which look as if they were 
growing out of the building walls. (Tepsing & Wattanasin, 2006, p. 245-250). This model of decorative style on 
buildings is closely similar to that in both the Baroque and Rococo Period of the 17 Century. Also, certain 
decorations known as Art Nouveau, with designs winding around the pillars or along the walls, and Art Deco, 
with geometric shapes, were used to decorate some buildings. Most importantly, various designs of distinctive 
periods have integrated perfectly well to serve the purpose of decoration. In fact, this is due to one contributing 
factor: the concept of eclecticism, which emphasizes the selection and collection of numerous beautiful items. 
This concept was considerably popular in Europe during the Victorian Period or the early 19" Century (Tepsing, 
2011, p. 103-106). Therefore, many new designs emerged, whereas the old patterns which were hard to forsake, 
still remain. 


Most importantly, the two major factors that contribute to certain Western architectural characteristics in 
Sino-Portuguese buildings are as follows: 


1) The Expansion of Colonialism 


Although during that time Phuket was not under colonization, cultural influence extended to Phuket via the city 
of Penang. This was due to the fact that both cities are located in the same marine areas. After being colonized, 
Penang was fully developed to become not only the most modern city in South East Asia but also a duty-free 
port city. It turned out to be the center of buying and selling of natural rubber and tin from Phuket. 


2) Modernization of Phuket During the 19" Century 


Since some powerful European countries were models of development, to follow certain Western culture was 
considered modern. As a result, to be socially recognized, many Chinese on the Malay Peninsula preferred to 
have their houses built based on Western architecture (Nin, 2001, p. 18-19). For instance, a whole house might 
be constructed in a complete Western style or simply a part of it. Meanwhile, like those in Penang, some wealthy, 
modern people in Phuket also had their houses built with a similar style. 
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Figure 5 Figure 6 
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Hence, the perfect integration between Western and Chinese styles as well as exquisite decorative designs 
contribute to the fascinating charm of the buildings. Although these magnificent decorative designs appear only 
on some buildings, they help to create not only value but also meaning to the whole building. In addition, certain 
Western decorative designs were modified to perfectly blend with the Chinese ones, which truly create wonder to 
those shop houses. For example, the Ionic style was modified to combine perfectly well with a figure of a bat, a 
Chinese emblem symbolizing fortune. (Figure 5) Most importantly, according to one tourist's statement, the East 
and the West have been imprinted not only amazingly but also meaningfully on the narrow space of the shop 
houses: "J am so amazed at those people, I was wondering how they could combine Western art with Chinese 
art."" —Jumpen Onthong. Interview date 16 June 2011 
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